-is a case in point). In fact, many ladies first approached the wider study of geology through palaeontology.
Arguably, one of the first was Etheldred Benett.
Etheldred Benett (1776-1845)
Etheldred Anna Maria Benett ( Fig. 1) With such a wealth of knowledge in the family, Etheldred's interest in palaeontology and stratigraphy grew. Geologists were already visiting her in 1809, as shown in correspondence. She never married and was financially independent; consequently, she had ample time to devote to her scientific research and become an expert on fossil sponges (Fig. 2) , as well as other taxa within the palaeontology of south Wiltshire.
In 1813, her collection of fossils was recognized for its scientific importance when illustrated in Sowerby's Mineral Conchology. It is significant that Etheldred contributed the second highest number of specimens (41) to the material used for illustration within the seven volumes. However, she was not a prolific writer and during her lifetime she only published two articles, both fossil lists from her extensive collection of thousands of Cretaceous and Jurassic specimens, many from the upper Greensand.
E. E. Spamer, A. Bogan and H. Torrens (see Suggestions for further reading) have recently performed the monumental task of bringing to light her collection in Philadelphia and for the first time publishing drawings and photographs of her specimens. However, no one knew this collection like Benett. She was thorough, accurate and precise and she was therefore most disturbed by others who misquoted her work. She complains for example to Greenough in from his want of confidence in that work, early in the publication of Mineral Conchology he republished no. 28 as the young shell and no. 29 as the old shell of the same species, I proved the error to him by specimens, and he admitted it but never noticed it in a subsequent part of the work that I have seen, and which for his own credit for correctness he ought to have done.' (Benett, 1822) .
One of her main claims to fame is that she commissioned and produced one of the first measured sections of the Upper Chicksgrove quarry at Tisbury, or, rather, she instructed her quarry workman, John Montague, to measure them.
At that time, many people of gentility talked to and used labourers such as quarrymen and lead miners rather than do the 'dirty' work themselves. The section itself is drawn to scale, but unfortunately there is no scale indicated on the section. She calls it 'The measure of the different beds of stone in Chicksgrove Quarry in the Parish of Tisbury, Wiltshire'; and perhaps to prove that it was her work, she has signed it at the bottom. This was published in April 1816 by Sowerby without her permission and much to her annoyance. Unfortunately, there are no portraits of this remarkable woman, but a silhouette from her stay in Bath dated 1837 does survive (Fig. 1 ). Etheldred's later comments to Samuel Woodward are worthy of note. She is portrayed in 'bonnet, cap and velvet spencer you have me; or rather, I should say, you have me not, for I do not think it will give you the least idea of me ... It makes me look at least 10 years older than I am'. It is gratifying to learn that although she was not a follower of fashion, she valued her looks, as do most women! Etheldred Benett showed that 'a masculine and eccentric, old subject' (here I would prefer to use the term 'woman'), as she was called in 1872, could contribute to a new field science. She may have tried in many ways to live up to her male-sounding Christian name, but she deserves credit for her contribution to the field of geology more than 40 years before women were even admitted to universities in the UK. I think she can be summed up in three words -magnanimous, meticulous and manly. I also detect a quiet sense of humour under that masculine exterior in her letters, which is often sadly lacking in scientific circles these days.
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